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Luke 2:1-20
Some moments in the Christian Year, like the biblical sources that gave rise to their formation, mute me.  They arrive communicating such an exalted sense of the sacred and such a towering promise of new life that the reverence conveyed by stunned silence strikes me as the only appropriate response to their advent.  To dare to speak about these awesome moments of holiness feels to me like an insensitive intrusion into wonder motivated by a rather audacious attempt to capture in a few common words truth that defies every form of reductionism or captivity.  Yet, not to speak is to fail to give oral expression to the only reality that is worthy of exhaustive commentary aimed at getting people to pay attention to it—on a much smaller scale, it is like remaining silent instead of yelling “everybody look, she’s walking” to turn every head in a room toward the wide-eyes, smile-of-pride- covered face of a beautiful young girl awkwardly but successfully taking her first steps alone or saying “look at the horizon” lest anyone nearby miss the sight of a sunrise so spectacular that all who see it never will forget it.  Frankly, that is where I am on this morning of Christmas Day 2005, lured toward the silence of reverence in the presence of mystery while prodded to speak by an urgent desire that no one miss the revelation, the wonder, and the love resident within this moment. 
Only so that you can hear me in worship this morning do I speak aloud about the birth of Christ—an event which seems to me better approached by no more than a whisper, if by any sound at all.  The most powerful image shaping the manner in which I speak of Christmas today is not that of a papal figure authoritatively elaborating a doctrine or a prophet loudly ridiculing listeners for not paying attention to what is happening or an articulate scholar lecturing on appropriate rational structures within which to incorporate the staggering theological truth set before us this morning.  No.  My words to you and the spirit in which I speak them more nearly reflect the influence of an image suggested by John Shea and introduced to me by Barbara Brown Taylor—the image of a little girl, who completed her retelling of the Christmas story with a question for her listeners.  “The baby was borned,” the little girl said, “And do you know who he was?” she asked.  “The baby was God,” she whispered, then jumped straight up into the air, whirled herself around, and dashed to a nearby couch onto which she dove and covered her face with pillows, obviously not sure what to do with the truth that she had spoken and perhaps a little bit embarrassed that she was talking about it aloud, eager to secure a silence in which she could hold this amazing truth in the privacy of her own heart.  Oh, we best speak here this morning so as not to risk the lack of heralds for a truth that rightly should resound throughout the cosmos.  But, let us speak with reverence, with wonder, and with a humility satisfied when buried under pillows.   
It is as if we join a hush that pervades all of creation—a hush evoked by the realization that at the center of the universe sets a cradle.  The world that has been with child has now delivered.  “For unto you has been born this day,” the sound is that of an angel speaking, “a savior who is Christ the Lord.” 
Within the same second in which we hear those words, we feel “the weight of glory” and experience “the lightness of being.” We sense the presence of majesty but all that we see is intimacy.  We want to stare uninterrupted at the nativity before us, but instinctively we turn our heads away from the sight lest we deny the new mother an appropriate privacy in which to lift the child to her breast for feeding.  Should we just get out of here and let the family have this time alone to ponder what is happening? we think to ourselves, Or should we heed the wonderful tug at our hearts that says, “Stay and rejoice; you are a part of this family?”  If that is the case, we tell ourselves, then stay we must so as to count the fingers on the baby’s hands, to hear his first gurgle, or to see him kick and stretch his tiny legs for the first time assuring ourselves that he is alright.
But, what is this nervousness that we feel? we ask ourselves. Is all well?  Exactly why we raise those questions, we are not sure; never before has all been well.  Our thoughts center on the baby.  What chance does this baby have growing up in this world? we muse to ourselves. If he is as special as we surmise, will not that blessing turn out to be a curse?  If—though it boggles the mind to think as much—if somehow he is to show us the way to God, will not a lot of people be threatened by him, come to resent him, and try to push him away?  After all, each of us has our own ideas about how to please God and our own doctrines defining the path that leads to God.  Despite the near overwhelming joy of this moment, instinctively we sense danger, we worry a bit, and a brief twinge of sadness washes over our happiness.  This world wants no more of God within it than an amount sufficient to inspire all of us occasionally but not to change any of us dramatically, we reason. Some will lobby this child to carry their message and some will threaten him, warning that, if he does not cooperate with them, they will take things into their own hands.  Others will just want things to get back to normal so that faith can be neatly confined once more in a single compartment of life rather than freed to influence all of life.  Our thoughts prompt us to look at the calendar.  On this Christmas Day morning, it is only 109 days to Good Friday!  We shudder as we comprehend even more the significance of the consequences as well as the meaning and implications of this birth.
Like the little girl whose image hovers in my mind as I speak, I feel a need to pull pillows more tightly to my face.  I don’t want to look.  I don’t want to hear any more.  Not now.  Not today.  This is Christmas Day!  It is enough for the moment to receive the baby with joy and to celebrate the incarnation of holiness and love.  I don’t know what more to say about this moment.
Enter the beloved wordsmith William Shakespeare, who skillfully captured the essence of so many unspeakable moments of life in pictures painted with poetic words and personal emotions rather than with canvases and oils.  In the first scene of Hamlet, amid the rugged stations of war around Elsinore, Shakespeare has Marcellus speak to his companions about the time of Jesus’ birth.  The words are as powerful as they are memorable: “So hallowed and so gracious is the time,” Marcellus said of Christmas Day.  Frederick Buechner has pointed out that the words of Marcellus constitute not a reference to time in sequence, but a statement about time in depth—time that can be measured accurately only in terms of meaning, not by the telling of clocks or calendars; a quality of time as opposed to a quantity of time.
Through the comment of this character that he created, Shakespeare called the time of Christ’s birth “hallowed” time and “gracious” time.  Stated another way, the time of Christ’s birth is precious time, a specific moment in time that seems timeless; time that we cannot create or shape—like “Let’s make this a happy time”—but time that comes as a free gift, usually unexpected and not requested.  Marcellus speaks of Christmas as a time of such profound holiness that darkness is dispelled by a perpetual dawn that leaves roosters crowing all night long.
The renowned poet from Stratford-upon-Avon takes us at least to the edge of, if not deep into the realm of, the majesty and the mystery of Christmas morning that have prompted us to gather here for this hour of worship.  Horatio’s response to Marcellus is also helpful.  “So have I heard,” the character comments on his colleague’s description of the time of Christ birth as “so hallowed and so gracious.” “So have I heard and do in part believe,” Horatio says.  Maybe Shakespeare was speaking for himself.  Almost certainly, he was speaking for us.  “I . . . do in part believe,” Horatio confessed, we confess.
On Christmas Day distinctions between believers and unbelievers often fade to a point of invisibility.  All of us want to believe something on Christmas morning and most of us do believe something—the promise of a new born child, the possibility of redemption, the vitality of a vision of peace, and the ecstasy of a too-great joy prompted by a fully realized love.  At the same time on Christmas morning, most of us disbelieve something as well—perhaps the traditional narratives about how it all happened or maybe the confluence of cosmic signs of divinity or perhaps the immediacy of people’s recognition of the uniqueness of this child.  Amid quiet, peaceable interaction between belief and disbelief, though, we come to the startling conclusion that at the heart of everything—especially everything important—is a reality as simple as a whimpering new baby lying in a manger, as lovingly intimate as Jesus’ receiving his first nourishment from Mary, and as powerful as a pulse beat that gives life personally or a new vision of life that reorders even the structure and priorities of government socially.
Yes, gospel writer, we say, Yes, English poet, so hallowed and so gracious is the time, especially this moment in time!  So, what is next?  How can we respond?
A search for answers to those questions takes me deep into the Hebrew language and brings me to a halt before a word that exists as a medium of unrestricted praise, ecstatic joy, and unconditional, uninhibited love.  A person cannot speak this word with neutrality or think of this word unemotionally.  This word cannot be sung apart from a sense of joy.  The word, of course, is Hallelujah.   
For me personally, the word Hallelujah abounds with strong images—the image of a little boy standing at the front of a center aisle in a cathedral-like sanctuary for worship, without inhibition repeatedly shouting “Hallelujah” off-key but honestly as all around him hundreds of people sing with dignity Handel’s Hallelujah Chorus—Hallelujah; the image of an old man named Simeon and an elderly woman named Anna, who upon recognizing the appearance of the long-awaited Messiah in the form of a baby dedicated in the grand temple in Jerusalem rejoiced with a sense of fulfillment that assured both that now they could die in peace—Hallelujah; the image of battered and defeated individuals feeling the swift lift of hope that comes from meeting the Christ and singing together as if part of an angelic chorus—Hallelujah.
That is the response that I recommend to the event that makes this moment so hallowed and so gracious.  Of course, it is far more than a word or a song—say “Hallelujah” and mean it and our actions will become the feet of our convictions and the hands of our love, reaching out and rushing forward to assist all of creation in singing a “Hallelujah” song and living a “Hallelujah” life.
George Frideric Handel understood this truth and gave us a statement of doxology befitting so hallowed and so gracious a moment.  In his musical masterpiece, Hallelujahs are everywhere, coming at us from all sides, erupting before us in diverse situations.  
“the glory of the Lord shall be revealed”—Hallelujah! Handel wrote,
“unto us a child is born,”—Hallelujah!
“the angel said unto them, Fear not,”—Hallelujah!
“Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion”—Hallelujah!
            “the eyes of the blind shall be opened,” Hallelujah!
            “He hath borne our griefs”—Hallelujah!
            “Worthy is the lamb”—Hallelujah!
            With the whole chorus singing “Hallelujah,” Handel then placed on the lips of the vocalists “and He shall reign forever and ever.” In that moment, like two long-separated lovers sprinting toward each other to meet in a firm embrace that looks as if it never will end, “Hallelujah” and “forever and ever” meet and are wed into one reality.  The “Hallelujahs” and the “forevers” will travel together from this time forward.  Trumpets, now!  No wonder Handel called for trumpets as he brought the whole chorus to sing with one voice, “and He shall reign forever, forever and ever, King of Kings, and Lord of Lords, King of Kings and Lord of Lords and He shall reign forever and ever.  Hallelujah! Hallelujah! Hallelujah!  Then suddenly silence—the silence of the gasp with which all of creation recognized the birth—silence followed by one final, soaring, enduring, inspiring, exulting “hal- le-lu-jah.” 










God, we come to worship you this morning a bit dull and more than a little weary.  The season has taken a toll on us.  Now, too, there is a bit of a let down—children lose their excitement, visitors must return to their homes, routines stare us in the face.  Our emotions, if not our bodies, feel spent.  Why, even worship strikes us as too much of a challenge requiring more effort than we are willing to expend right now.
God, help us.  Did Joseph get tired of the rumors about Mary?  Was the trip to Bethlehem more than over the top of the hassle tolerable for the two young parents-to-be bumping along the road from Nazareth?  And, did fatigue almost trump faith when, after the adoration of the shepherds and the wonderful “Glorias” of the angels, Mary, Joseph, and Jesus had to face the rabid anger of a king who had to prove his power by killing babies?  Did they say, “Too much!” before responding in obedience to a vision that involved packing up everything that would go on the back of a donkey and setting out for Egypt, of all places?   Do you, God, ever get weary of us wearing out and letting down?
Our complaints seem so weak when laid before you.  If we had but one ounce of energy left and only one breath more to inhale, at our best, we would want to devote each one to you.
O God, remind us, that you come to us at midnight as well as high noon or early in the morning.  Indeed, our fatigue may prepare us for a joyful reception of your visit even more than that excitement that made us think we could control your coming, we could make Christmas happen.
Angels sang at midnight to welcome your holy presence.  Perhaps, we can at least hum quietly, God.  Maybe, though, we can even sing joyfully, joining the angels to send back to you the energy-giving song of redemption and hope.  Amen.
 


